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Geography can tell us a lot about the valley life due to the fact that at one time in the
distance past it was mostly covered in brush, and it was difficult for Mexican American families
to acquire the land. My mother, Rosa Espinosa, stated that it was because of all the children’s
labor earnings in her family that allowed my grandparents to pay for their house and the 2.0 acre
tract on Farm Tract 1077. According to the Hidalgo, Texas County Courthouse records their
property a total of 2.0 acres was initially purchased on September 12, 1975 from Winson L.
Carter.1 Rosa Espinosa achieved her dream of building a house on the land that her parents had
purchased with the hard labor earnings of their entire family, and when her parents gave her a lot
on the 2.0 acres when she married. At first, she had mixed feelings about the land but eventually
grew fond of it. People create ties with the land that they live on due to the many encountered
obstacles, sacrifices, good and bad memories that occur in a place called home.
Rosa Alba Espinosa was born on April 21, 1950 in Weslaco, TX to Graciano Ramos
Espinosa and Eulalia Estrada Espinosa.2 She was one of eleven children who would become
familiar with the routine of an immigrant by living it firsthand. Rosa was able to attend two
schools in Weslaco, TX which were Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1956 and Sam Houston in 1960.
Throughout her childhood her father Graciano and Eulalia were very well-informed on how to
find the next existing seasonal job for them as a family which was solely done to ensure the wellbeing of their children. Especially during a time in the United States when no welfare system
existed that would aid families in need with food stamps, TANF, or any other source of financial
assistance.
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Graciano decided to migrate the entire family to Fennville, Michigan where they lived for
two years. They worked the harvest and the children attended school. My mother vividly recalls
how their day would begin as early as five in the morning because there were so many children
and only one bathroom. Breakfast was served at home during this period because there was no
free breakfast offered at their school. In fact, everyone had to quickly take turns eating and still
manage to perform their chores before they left the house for school. Rosa further recalls running
home with her sister, Maria Cruz, during their lunch hour to eat lunch and quickly run back to
school. Once they arrived from school, they were instructed by Amá to change their clothes and
get in the truck with their father, Graciano, to go and work.3
My mother, Rosa, recalls that when she worked in the fields of California performing
stoop labor there were no available portable potties. She said that sometimes they would have to
wait until the end of the day to relieve themselves or at times they would dig a hole in the ground
as the older ladies would sit around it so that she and others would be able to go to the bathroom
by sitting in the middle of the crowd on the manmade hole.
Another memory she recollected was when her mother had just given birth and soon after
would take her newborn with her to work in the grape fields. She remembered how she was able
to bring the baby along to work by placing the newborn in a little box cart and attaching a string
to it. When her mother was done with a grape bushel she would then proceed to the next and pull
the string along with her to have the infant by her side at all times. 4
In Zaragosa Vargas’s article Mexican Immigrants in the Midwest, he goes on to explain
that the working conditions were harsh. In the article he explained that many people experienced
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hot and wet conditions and no bathrooms for the laborers to use. It also explains that the
Patriarch of the house was the man and he would receive the wage for the entire family.5 The
children were excluded from being paid directly as well as the mother. My grandparents,
Graciano and Eulalia, never would withhold the entire money and would distribute a twenty-five
cent allowance every two weeks.6
Furthermore, my mother, Rosa, told me that during her time in California her father met
an important legendary figure in the 60’s and 70’s. Rosa Espinosa fondly reminisced when her
father, Graciano, met Cesar Chavez. Graciano was working with his family in the “piscas”
when he saw a group of men driving up in a car. Rosa candidly remembers the exact words
uttered by her father, “Ay vienen estos hombres que no quieren trabajar?” He chuckled right
after saying that to Eulalia, his wife. Graciano was a reasonable man and he listened patiently to
what the leader of the group had to say; Graciano didn’t know then but later he would recognize
that leader to be none other than Cesar Chavez himself. Immediately after having a conversation
with the leader, Graciano told Eulalia that they were going to leave that very same day to another
job location. In fact, the following day they left to Minnesota to pick berries. He was completely
unaware at that time of a secret passion that would later lead him to become active in politics and
later influence Rosa to follow in his footsteps. Later, in his 60’s Graciano, Eulalia and Rosa
campaigned for a local political figure, Sanchez, to win commissioner in the Weslaco area. 7
Rosa remembers that it was very difficult for her to fully commit herself to her studies
since she was constantly being withdrawn from school early and then being registered late in the
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beginning of the school year. What’s more is that Rosa recalls in detail encountering
discrimination in Weslaco, TX; the incident in particular was when she and some of her friends
decided to go into Keno’s Café after school. They never foresaw that they would come face to
face with hostility. Rosa at the time was oblivious to discrimination and didn’t understand why
they were being thrown out of the Café. Furthermore, Keno’s Café in Weslaco was in fact the
last building to remove its Jim Crow sign.
My mother mentioned that the family moved to Cedar Rapids, IA in 1963 and would
remain there until 1974. Rosa graduated from George Washington High School in 1970 and after
receiving her high school diploma, she attended the University of Northern Iowa. Rosa attended
the university from 1971 through 1974, and later would recant memories when she actively
protested against the Vietnam War. During this time period a war was escalating in foreign soil
and there was an increase of Mexican American men who were being drafted into the war. About
58,200 Americans were killed during the war and roughly 304,000 were wounded out of the 2.59
million who served in the war. 8 Many Mexican Americans were being drafted due to the surge
of troops to Vietnam; Anglos were sparred due to the fact that they were attending universities. 9
This news hit close to home when Rosa had received letters from her friends back home
in Weslaco, TX that five of their male friends who lived in her “barrio” had returned home in
body bags after fighting in the war. This sparked a mass outrage with the Mexican American
community and Rosa remembers taking action by participating in protests with her then
boyfriend, Mark. According to Rosa “I remember being in the crowd and protesting and all of a
sudden I remember a police man picking me up and swung me like a rag doll out of harms
8
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danger.” Rosa recalls that when she was attending school in the late 60’s and 70’s she would
refer to herself as a “Chicana” and proudly still does to this very day. Currently, she still
actively and passionately fights for the rights that some Mexican Americans are being denied
from.
Rosa also recalls going with Mark to protest at Kent State but it was suddenly interrupted
when two students were tragically killed by the National Guard. Later, Rosa married Juan
Cardenas on June 1, 1974 during her senior year at the University of Northern Iowa; afterwards,
she moved back to Weslaco, TX.10
Rosa Espinosa currently still resides on a designated area on the 2.0 acre tract of land that
was given to her years ago; it’s a place that she has grown so fond of now due to her personal
reasons. Rosa was initially given a portion of land on these two acres out of Farm Tract 1077,
Adams Tract Subdivision, Hidalgo, Texas which was part of Llano Grande Grant. The two acres
were purchased by her parents Graciano Espinosa and Eulalia Espinosa for their children as
stated in the map located in Appendix B.
Rosa was asked the burning question, “When did you move to 2.0 acres out of Farm tract
1077, Adams Tract Subdivision, Hidalgo Texas where you now reside?” Rosa responded, “It was
after my son, Johnny, cumplió un año; it was the first week of July when I moved onto the two
acres.” Rosa went on to say, “Amá y Apá compraron la casa por $300 dólares, luego Juan y
Apá tumbaron la casa, y la movieron en la troca azul para los dos acres. Ama le pregunto a
Rosa, „¿Dónde quieres que ponga la casa?‟” Rosa replied, “En el último solar va hacer mío,
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ponga la casa a lado de mi solar. La casa tenía las cuatro paredes, no más. Apá, Juan y yo
hicimos la casa de nuevo porque estaba tumbada en los dos acres.” 11
She went on further in stating that when Juan would arrive home in the evenings from
work they both would apply the sheetrock in their home. Also, that their home at the time did not
contain neither a restroom nor an outhouse. I further asked Ms. Espinosa, “How did the two
acres appear when your dad, husband and you were working on the two acres to build your
temporary house? Rosa’s response sounded like it was an image out of the desert. Rosa said,
“Pura tierra, y salitre, el dueño antes vendió toda la buena tierra y dejó puro salitre.” She goes
on to say “Mas antes sacaban la tierra buena “los gringos” y lo vendían a otra gente. Revendían
la tierra que 20 ó 30 acres en solares a la gente pobre. Tierra fea se vendía barata por 200 ó
300 dólares.” Ms. Espinosa kindly reminded me that, “Recuerdan que no mas los pagaban entre
60 cents y 90 cents la hora en los 70‟s.” In Appendix B, Rosa happily gave me a copy of her
income in 1974. Rosa further states, “Imagínate en aquel tiempo no más sacábamos por semana
28 dólares.”
She went on by saying, “Eso era la razón que los íbamos a trabajar en la labor, porque
allí era mucho “overtime.” I also felt compelled to know why she moved back to Weslaco, TX.
She gladly provided a response, “Regresamos para el Valle, por la razón que la renta estaba
más barata que en Iowa. Pagamos $150 por mes en Iowa y $75 en Weslaco. Todo estaba más
barato en el Valle comparado con el norte.” I wanted to know if there were any regrets on her
final move to Weslaco but she felt this was a city that she had come to know so well especially
since she was raised there. Though she missed Cedar Rapids, she knew deep down inside her
life was much easier in Weslaco; it was a city where she didn’t have the obligation of paying rent
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on the 2.0 acres, only light and water. In addition, she was glad that her neighbors would be her
immediate family such as her older sister Juana, Los Rodríguez, Don Juanito García, and Jose
Treviño.
She gave great detail on how the life she was once accustomed to had changed
dramatically once she moved onto the 2.0 acres. She had changed from being a carefree college
student living a modern lifestyle with toilets, running water, plumbing, and heaters inside the
house to having no running water, no gas, unable to take showers in the house, no sink, and no
cabinets in the kitchen. She felt like she was living in the 19th century rather than living in the
20th century. In fact, she didn’t even at least have a 1950s kitchen like my mother had and many
times felt like she had a horse parked in front of her house rather than a car. To sum it up, she felt
like she had taken steps backwards in time rather than forward. To add more burden to an
already stressful situation she had no grass, no trees, it was pure dry land, a hot atmosphere and
dust was blowing all the time. During the winter season she was cold, and unable to afford to buy
a space heater. Juan would burn mesquite, and bring in the “brasas” to keep them warm in the
house.12
It was amazing to see what lengths she went through when there was no water meter on
their property. Rosa said, “two years hauling water every week from my mom’s house or we’d
steal water from the neighboring sunrise park, or use water from the canal to take a shower.”
Mom came up to us and told us that she needed $350 because we needed to connect the water.
What’s more is the water was going to go only through the main street which is now Barrera
Street and the decision was made to put the water meter in front of my sister’s house.
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Rosa goes on to say, “Sufríamos bastante aquí en el rancho. I was a modern woman and
then to live like I did was terrible. Cuando llovía dejaba la troca en la casa de mi hermana
Juana y necesitaba andar para mi casa porque estaba “flooded”. La agua llegaba hasta mis
rodillas. Entraba con las bolsas de comida, las cargaba en frente de mí y Juan sentaba el niño
sobre de sus hombres. Apestaba bien feo, por la razón que teníamos muchos animales que eran
marranos y gallinas.”
Rosa explained in detail the help she received on her property and how Juan aided her
for nine years and then she had hired help most of the time after that. The hired help would cut
her grass. In addition, she went further in saying, “Terán me consiguió un señor que se llamaba
El Cantar. Le pagué al señor, El Cantar, por cuatro troques de caliche para el camino en 1984.
Cada troque era veinte dólares, el me lo dejaba en pagos. Era bien linda persona ese señor. El
miró que yo estaba sola, con mi hijo y las cuotitas.”
She insisted that Augustín Garcia told her parents to put bricks on top of the “caliche”
and repeat the process so that she no longer can get stuck. Ironically, during this time a building
in Weslaco had burned and we went to ask for the brick under the condition we were to clear all
the debris. Rosa commented “I learned to live for the land and on the land; I had to work around
the land to survive.”
There can be so many reasons as to why Rosa is emotionally connected to her land and
her response was simple. She said, “Porque aquí crecí, me hice mujer, estaba aquí todo mi
juventud. Me hice vieja, y lo más importante aquí tuve a mis hijos, aquí crié a mis hijos, aquí mi
único hijo murió.” Rosa cried when she gave such an emotional response that I too could not
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help but shed some tears with her. Rosa followed with tears in her eyes saying, “Aquí tengo las
buenas y malas memorias. Y ahora mis nietos aquí viven, y los estoy criando hoy.”13
Furthermore, Ms. Espinosa stated that the 2.0 acre tract of land was purchased in
September 1975. Virginia Espinosa, her older sister, was on the land deed in 1975 and then it
was transferred to Graciano Espinosa and Eulalia Espinosa. Eventually, the deed was transferred
back to Virginia due to Eulalia’s failing health.
According to Gerhardt and Tamez, “The companies advertised in Midwestern cities and
brought prospective land owners to the Rio Grande Valley as far away as Chicago.”14 W.E.
Stewart was from Kansas City, Missouri and was a large land developer that acquired part of
town known as the Llano Grande land grant. This new town was named Weslaco, an acronym
for W.E. Stewart Land Company.15 Based on extensive research, Gerhardt shows Weslaco was a
town predominately owned by whites and it was largely known for its citrus production. There
were large facilities to package and house the citrus in the Weslaco area. Another crucial factor
that Weslaco was such a booming metropolis in the lower Rio Grande Valley was due to the
railroad tracks that passed right through Weslaco which made it easy to load the citrus and to
ship it off to other locations up North.
Previous to W.E. Stewart acquiring the land portion of the Llano Grande, it was granted
to a different land owner. In 1778, the Llano Grande grant extended from Donna to the Cameron
County line and from the Rio Grande fifteen miles to the North was assigned to Captain
13
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Hinojosa; Hinojosa was also given the La Feria grant.16 Most of the land was granted under
Spanish authority.17 Texas was annexed in 1845. Years had passed and Captain Hinojosa died
and then the title was confirmed as Llano Grande in 1790, the grant was given to Captain
Hinojosa’s children which included Rosa Maria Hinojosa-Balli, the widow of Jose Maria Balli.
According to the New Guide to Spanish and Mexican Land Grants in South Texas, by Galen D.
Greaser Jose Maria Balli (Ynojosa De Balli, Rosa Maria) received Porcion 72 which was
property in La Feria, Cameron and Hidalgo counties. This land was granted by the Spanish
government in 1777 from Spain. This land grant had 37 ½ leagues in this tract of land. 18
In all, Porcion 72 has come a long way from the beginning in 1777 to present day in
2010. Based on the research that I conducted at the Hidalgo County Courthouse in Edinburg,
Texas there were many Anglos that had acquired this property that weren’t even locals. It
proved that many were persuaded to come down and buy large grants of land that would allow
them to become wealthier by selling them off to lower Rio Grande Valley residents. I was
fortunate to have located some of the land deeds of those men who have bought this land that
Rosa Espinosa is currently residing on which is provided below. My research led me back all
the way to February 7, 1919 to A. C. Adams, a man in Lancaster County, Nebraska. He
originally paid $ 1,952.31 for West half (1/2) of the Lot one (one), Block thirty-eight (38) twenty
acres (20) more or less from the Alamo Land and Sugar Company subdivision as lands out of
16
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Porcion 72. Overall, many new aspects of Rosa’s life was discovered about a place she calls
home; a tree grows roots into the soil, as Rosa did when her life story began on the 2.0 acre tract
on Farm Tract 1077.
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Appendix A
:

Graciano Espinosa & Eulalia Epinosa in Muscatine, IA in 1970.
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Appendix B

Rosa Espinosa graduated from George Washington High School in 1971 at 21 years old.

15

Appendix C

Rosa Espinosa in her dorm room at The University of Northern Iowa.
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Appendix D

Left to Right: Rosa Espinosa and Juan Cardenas, June 1, 1974 at their wedding.
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Appendix E

Left to right: Juan Espinosa Cardenas (son) with Juan Cardenas (father) in 1979.
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Appendix F

Left to right: Rosalva Cardenas and Romina Cardenas taken on January 1, 1983 (twin
girls).
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